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Distractedly leaned against the head of the bed, and all saw
the tears shining on his frozen, darkened cheeks.
" Here, soldier ! What's the matter ? " his father asked,
concealing his alarm beneath a jest.
" We're finished, father ! " Piotra's mouth writhed, his
bleached eyebrows quivered and, hiding his eyes, he blew
his nose into his dirty palm.
Gregor knocked away the cat rubbing itself against him,
and with a groan jumped down from the stove. His mother
burst into sobs and kissed Piotra's lousy head, but
immediately tore herself away from him.
" My dear! My poor boy, shall I get some sour milk for
you? Go and sit down, your soup's getting cold. You're
hungry, I'm sure."
At the table, dangling his nephew on his knees, Piotra
cheered up. Mastering his agitation, he told of the with-
drawal of the 28th regiment from the front, the flight of the
officers, of Fomin, and the last meeting he had attended in
Vieshenska.
" What do you think about it all ? " Gregor asked, his
hand resting on his daughter's head.
" There's nothing to think about. I'll spend to-morrow
at home, and ride off when night comes. Get me some
victuals ready, mother," he turned to her.
" You're clearing out, that means ? " Pantaleimon thrust
his fingers into his tobacco pouch and remained standing
with a pinch of tobacco between them, awaiting Piotra's
reply.
Piotra rose, crossed himself, and stared at him harshly and
bitterly.
" Christ save me, I've had enough ! Clearing out, you say !
And what else ? Why should I stay behind ? To have the
red-bellies cut my block off ? Maybe you're thinking of
stopping here, but I'm not! They'll have no mercy on
officers."
" And what of your home ? So you're deserting it ? "
Piotra merely shrugged his shoulders at his father's
question. But Daria at once gave tongue.
" You're going off, and we've got to remain ? That's fine,
I must say ! We'll stay behind to watch over your interests!
And lose our lives because of you, maybe ! You be damned 1
I'm not stopping 1"